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THE PREVENTION OF OPHTHALMIA NEONATORUM 

DY H. H. MARTIN, SAVANNAH, GA. 

Ex-House Surgeon, Manhattan Eye and Ear Hospital; Ex-President Georgia State Med¬ 
ical Association; Ex-President Southern Branch of A. M. A. 


Ophthalmia Neonatorum is the sole cause of 
nearly one-half of all existing cases of blind¬ 
ness in the world today, and of all known in¬ 
fectious diseases is the most easily preventible. 

There are in the civilized world 600,000 blind 
people; one-third to one-half of which were 
caused by opthalmia neanatorum, an easily 
preventible disease. It is safe to assume there¬ 
fore that two hundred thousand to three hun¬ 
dred thousand of these would not have been 
blind if effective prophylactic methods had 
been employed at the time of their birth. Just 
think of it, gentlemen, there are 200,000 blind 
people in the world today depending upon 
public or private charity for their daily bread 
who would have been capable of development 
into bread-earners instead of unproductive 
• consumers. That is the economic point of 
view. Think of it again from a humanitarian 
standpoint, let the full significance of these 
incontrovertable facts soak in. You know the 
cause of this disease as well as I do and I am 
sure you know equally well how to prevent it 
and I ask you what in God’s name can any 
physician of the twentieth century offer as an 
excuse for not employing so simple and harm¬ 
less a method of prophylaxis as the “Crede 
Method” in each and every case of child 
birth. Simple, because anyone with ordinary 
intelligence can carry it out; harmless, because 
a slight catarrhal conjuctivitis is the worst 
complication that could result from its use. 

A physician in Savannah with a large 
obstetric practice told me that he had never 
had a case of ophthalmia neonatorum in his 
practice, and I am sure that no one individual 
sees a great number of these cases. Even in the 


large lying-in establishments of Europe the 
percentage of ophthalmia neonatorum before 
the introduction of definite prophylactic meas¬ 
ures amounted to but from one to twenty per 
cent. Notwithstanding this, ophthalmia neo¬ 
natorum, when you consider the number of 
births that take place, belongs among the dis¬ 
eases of frequent occurrence and should never 
be lost sight of in the practice of obstetrics. 

The majority of pregnant women have ca¬ 
tarrh of the vagina with a mucus or purulent 
discharge. The great majority of these cases 
are benign in character, but a certain pro¬ 
portion of them are of a virulent type with 
which you are all familiar and which frequent¬ 
ly turns up in the most unexpected places. In 
individual cases the distinction between be¬ 
nign and virulent is difficult or impossible, for 
which reason prophylaxis should be strictly 
observed in all cases. 

In lying-in establishments where prophy¬ 
lactic measures can be rigidly enforced, the 
percentage of cases of ophthalmia neonatorum 
has been reduced from twenty and thirty per 
cent, to less than one per cent. Crede had in 
the “Leipsic Lying-in Asylum" previous to 
the introduction of his method, an average of 
ten per cent, in the whole number of births; 
which, after the introduction of his method, 
was reduced at once to less than one per cent. 

I believe that, excepting those cases in which 
the infection occurs before or after parturi¬ 
tion, a careful application of Crede’s method 
would eliminate purulent ophthalmia in the 
new-born. 

I could give pages and pages of favorable 
reports from competent observers of the ef- 
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fectiveness of this method were it not al¬ 
ready proven beyond peradventure. 

Various substitutes for the silver nitrate 
solution have been brought forward and 
strongly advocated, but this salt in two per 
cent, solution has stood the test of time both 
as to effectiveness and freedom from any 
deleterious effect on any part of the eye. 

Unfortunately the prophylaxis of ophthal¬ 
mia neonatorum has not up to the present time 
been enforced by Law, nor has its immense 
bearing on the future of our new-born babies 
received just recognition from the obstetri¬ 
cians and the busy overworked family doctor. 
It has merely been brought into use in a few of 
our lying-in establishments and in fewer still 
of the private practice of the physicians. And 
with the midwives not at all. 

The object of this paper is to stimulate the 
interest of the individual members of this 
association in this matter and to secure the 
endorsement and the active support of this 
association of a bill to be presented at the com¬ 
ing meeting of the State Legislature embody¬ 
ing the following points: First, That the 
Crede method be made compulsory in all cases 
where a child is born, whose mother at the 
time of confinement is supported in part or 
wholly by any city, town, or county in this 
State. 

Second, That each and every midwife prac¬ 
ticing in this State shall be required to obtain 
a license from the State Board of Health, and 
register the same in the county where she is 
engaged in her practice. 

Third, That the State Board of Health pro¬ 
vide for the free distribution of the prophy¬ 
lactic in glass ampules to all midwives and 
physicians on application, and that this Board 
shall also provide for the free distribution to 


midwives instructive literature on this sub¬ 
ject. 

Fourth, That in the printing of birth certifi¬ 
cates, an appropriate space shall be provided 
for a statement as to whether or not this meth¬ 
od of prophylaxis has been employed and that 
all physicians, midwives and others certifying 
to a birth, shall be required to fill in this space. 

The method itself is simple. Briefly, it is 
as follows: The child’s eyes should under 
no circumstances be washed with the same wa¬ 
ter in which the body has been washed, nor 
touched with the same cloth or towel, but 
should on the contrary be washed with a cloth 
or pledget provided for that purpose only, in 
water provided for that purpose only, con¬ 
tained in a bowl provided for that purpose 
only, and then one drop of a two per cent, 
silver nitrate solution should be dropped into 
each eye. 

A concerted movement for the prevention 
of blindness is under way in this country un¬ 
der the direction of the American Medical 
Association, and in order to secure the co-op¬ 
eration of the various State Associations one 
obstetrician and one ophthalmologist has been 
appointed from each State. Dr. Hodgson and 
myself represent Georgia in this movement, 
and we urge that this association not only aid 
in securing the necessary legislation, but that 
the President of each county society be in¬ 
structed to appoint one man as a permanent 
committee in each county society, whose duty 
it shall be to keep constantly before the minds 
of our physicians the necessity for their active 
and vigorous co-operation in this movement. 
We ask also that the legislative committee of 
this association, backed by the State Board 
of Health, be instructed to secure the passage 
of a bill embodying the points I have brought 
out in this paper. 

247 Bull Street. 



